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FOREWORD 


“The Genizah, to explore which was the object of my travels in 
the East (1896-1897), is an old Jewish institution. The word is 
derived from the Hebrew verb ganaz, and signifies treasure-house, 
or hiding-place. When applied to books, it means the same thing 
as burial means in the case of men. When the spirit is gone, we 
put the corpse out of sight to protect it from abuse. In like 
manner, when the writing is worn out, we hide the book to 
preserve it from profanation. The contents of the book go up to 
heaven like the soul.” 

“Happily for us, this process of ‘hiding’ was not confined to 
dead or worn-out books alone. In the course of time the Genizah 
extended its protection to what we may call (to carry on the 
simile) invalid books; that is, to books which by long use or want 
of care came to be in a defective state, sheets being missing at the 
beginning, in the middle, or at the end, and which were thus 
disqualified for the common purposes of study.” 

‘Besides the sacred and semi-sacred books the Genizah proved 
a refuge for a class of writings that never aspired to the dignity of 
real books, but are none the less of the greatest importance for 
Jewish history. As we know, the use of the sacred language was, 
among the Jews, not confined to the sacred literature. With them 
it was a living language. They wrote in it their letters, kept in it 
their accounts, and composed in it their love-songs and wine- 
songs. All legal documents, such as leases, contracts, marriage 
settlements, and letters of divorce, and the proceedings as well as 
the decisions of the courts of justice, were drawn up in Hebrew, 
or, at least, written in Hebrew letters. As the Jews attached a 
certain sacredness to everything resembling the Scriptures, either 
in matter or in form, they were loth to treat even these secular 
documents as mere refuse, and when they were overtaken by old 
age, they disposed of them by ordering them to the Genizah, in 
which they found a resting-place for centuries. The Genizah of 
the old Jewish community thus represents a combination of 
sacred lumber-room and secular record office.” 
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considerable number of important Genizah manuscripts, selected 
by himself, which he hoped to publish in the course of time. But 
his administrative duties and other literary labors rendered this 
impossible, and after his lamented death, the Faculty of the 
Jewish Theological Seminary felt that it could not in a more 
worthy way honor his memory, nor could it exercise a greater 
privilege than to carry on the work which Doctor Schechter left 
behind. Acknowledgment is here made by the Seminary to the 
Library of the University at Cambridge for its great liberality in 
permitting manuscripts to remain in New York long enough to 
render this possible. 


The manuscript material was distributed among the members 
of the Faculty as follows: 


Fragments dealing with Haggadah, Geonic, and early 
Karaitic Halakah Literature were assigned to Professor 
Louis Ginzberg. 

Fragments dealing with historical material to Professor 
Alexander Marx. 

Fragments dealing with Liturgy and Secular Poetry to 
Professor Israel Davidson. 

The Arabic fragments were to be edited by the late Pro- 
fessor Israel Friedlaender. 


It had been expected to assign one volume to each of these 
subjects, but the material dealing with the Haggadah and Halakah 
was so considerable that each of them will occupy a volume. 
Following them will come the volume dealing with Liturgy and 
Secular Poetry. No new assignment has as yet been made of the 
Arabic fragments. 


Since the time that these manuscripts were brought from 
Cambridge to America, other collections from the Genizah have 
found their way into various libraries in this country and Europe, 
and it was deemed advisable, in the interest of science, to give 
each editor the privilege of adding other material from the 
Genizah, relating to his subject, so that there will be found here 
and there Genizah fragments which were not originally brought 
by Doctor Schechter from Cairo. 
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It is in this inimitable and poetic fashion that Doctor Solomon 
Schechter described the Genizah at Cairo, which has now come 
to be known as the Genizah par excellence. 


The discovery of this Genizah marks one of the great epochs in 
the history of Jewish learning, every branch of which has been 
enriched by the treasure there found. 


Fragments of manuscripts had been filtering into Europe since 
about 1890, and Doctor Schechter became convinced, by infor- 
mation from various sources, that the origin of all of these was 
Cairo. Through the encouragement of the authorities of the 
University at Cambridge, and especially of Doctor C. Taylor, the 
Master of St. Johns College, the journey to Egypt was made and 
Doctor Schechter at once realized the great importance of the 
Genizah material for Jewish history and literature. With the 
permission of the authorities of the Congregation in Cairo, the 
great bulk of the treasures hidden in this obscure Synagogue was 
transferred to the Library of the University at Cambridge and 
made accessible to the scholarly world. 


The labor of Doctor Schechter, in examining and sifting this 
material, for he collected mainly manuscripts and retained very 
little of printed matter, was very great. The Genizah was dark 
and everytime documents were examined it emitted clouds of 
dust ‘‘as if protesting against the disturbance of its inmates,’’ as 
he whimsically put it. Indeed, he often ascribed some of his bad 
health and bronchial troubles to the almost suffocating atmosphere 
in which he worked during his months of study there. 


But Doctor Schechter was not satisfied with having brought 
the Genizah to Cambridge. He proceeded to explore it and it is 
due to his great learning that we are now in possession of such a 
long lost treasure as the original Hebrew of Ben Sira, the Zadokite 
Document and others. Had he been spared to us for a little 
longer, there is no doubt but that the scholarly world would have 
benefitted by similar works stamped with his originality and 
acumen. 


When he left England in 1902 to assume the Presidency of the 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, the authorities of the. 
University at Cambridge permitted him to bring over with him a 


PREFACE 


The Geonic period, extending over five centuries from the final 
compilation of the Talmud to the rise of Jewish culture in the 
West, is often described as the Middle Ages of Jewish history. 
Perhaps it would be more accurate to characterize it as the dark 
age—dark in the sense of obscure. No period in the history of 
post-exilic Israel is more momentous than this, and none so ob- 
scure. It is mere sophism to maintain that history consists only 
of what is to be found in documents and it would be mere truism 
to point out that the poorer a period is in historical sources, the 
poorer will be our knowledge and understanding of its history. 
There is no way of telling whether the literary output of the 
Geonim, especially of the earlier generations, was meagre or 
whether because of unfavorable circumstances a great part thereof 
was lost. There can, however, be no doubt, that we are in pos- 
session of only a handful of books dating from the Geonic period. 
We must therefore not be surprised to meet the most fantastic 
theories concerning the important problems offered by the his- 
tory of this period. To mention only some of these problems: 
the evolution of the Talmud from a literary compilation to the 
moulder of Jewish thought and feeling, the hegemony of Baby- 
lonian Jewry over all Israel, the rise of sects, the growth of mysti- 
cism, and the attempts at an interpretation of Talmudic Judaism 
by the light of Graeco-Arabic philosophy. The enumeration of 
the various solutions to these problems could serve only as an 
illustration of the observation made by many that imagination 
and conjecture cannot replace facts. 

There is no exaggeration in maintaining that the discovery of 
the Genizah was in no other department of Jewish learning so 
epoch-making as in the history of the Geonim. ‘The facts” 
established by imagination and conjecture had to give way to 
facts drawn from documents with which the Genizah furnishes us. 
In my work, Geonica, I have made an attempt to sketch the his- 
tory of the Gaonate and of the literary productions of the Geonim 
in the field of the Halakah in accordance with the light thrown 


xX FOREWORD 


The publication of these Memorial Volumes has been made 
possible through the liberality of Mr. Louis Marshall and Mr. 
Felix M. Warburg, to whom the editors take this opportunity of 
expressing their sincere gratitude. 


New York, November 1927. 
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scholars were contemporaries of the last Geonim and, in their 
Halakic studies, entirely dependent on the Babylonian authori- 
ties, and hence the importance of their Halakic writings for the 
study of the Halakah of the Geonim. R.Shemariah’s responsum 
is by the way the only one known by this great leader of 
Egyptian Jewry at the end of the Geonic period. 

The responsa deal with the various branches of the Halakah, the 
ritual, ceremonial, civil and criminal law as well as that of mar- 
riage and divorce. Some of the responsa contain also explanations 
of passages in the Talmud. This division of the volume offers 
exceedingly interesting material for the history of the Halakah 
but it would be impossible even to touch upon this phase within 
the compass of a preface. 

Of the fragments containing remainders of Halakic works in 
codified form, the most important is that of the Sefer Ha-Shetarot, 
Book of Writs. This fragment (xxi1I) not only settles a long- 
mooted question as to the authorship of this Geonic work and 
corroborates the view maintained by the present writer in 
Geonica, where it is ascribed to Hai b. Sherira, but it is also of 
great importance for the history of the writ of divorce, as is 
pointed out in the introduction. 

The history of Talmudic exegesis is still to be written, and the 
future historian will have to start his studies with the investiga- 
tion of the dependence of the standard commentaries upon the 
Geonim. The remainder of Hai Gaon’s commentary on the trea- 
tise of Shabbat (fragment XxXvit) is very illuminating in this 
connection. If we compare it with the corresponding part in the 
commentary of Rabbenu Hananel we see that even a man of his 
originality—next to Rashi’s his is the most classic commentary— 
was greatly dependent upon the Geonim whose comments upon 
the Talmud he often took over verbatim. 

The Geonim as commentators of the Talmud must therefore 
be studied not only from their own writings but also from the 
writings of the earlier commentators in Kairwan, Spain and 
France. Accordingly I have included in the second division of 
the book remainders of Rabbenu Nissim’s Sefer Ha-Mafteah, The 
Key to the Talmud, in its original Arabic, to which I appended also 
a Hebrew translation, and two fragments of R. Hananel’s com- 
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upon them by the new discoveries. In the twenty years that have 
elapsed since the publication of that work, many new and valu- 
able documents bearing upon these subjects have come to light. 
In my opinion, however, they are not of a nature to make one 
revise the views on the Geonim expressed in the Geonica, and 
there was therefore no need to take up anew the discussion of the 
problems dealt with there. 


The new material offered in this book presents new problems, 
but a discussion in detail would have required an additional 
volume, larger than the present one, and for the time being, this 
was not found feasible. Most of the fragments, however, have 
lengthy introductions in which are discussed not only their 
contents but also their bearing on the study of the Halakah. If 
history is, as now generally understood, the science of establishing 
the causal nexus in the development of man as a social being, 
students of Jewish history will have to turn more and more to the 
study of the Halakah, since it is only the latter that gives us Jewish 
life in its totality, and not some of its fragments. One hears a good 
deal about the minutiae of the Halakah, that weariness of the 
flesh, and one has to admit that many of them are of no historical 
value. But it is the first requirement of the historian to distin- 
guish between essentials and non-essentials, between historicaland 
non-historical happenings, to bring order out of the chaos which 
life presents in the innumerable sequences of facts and movements. 
Only he who masters the Halakah will be able to tell us what is 
essential in it and what is not. 


The material in the book may be classified under three head- 
ings: 1. Responsa; 2. Codified Halakah, and 3. Commentaries on 
the Talmud. Quantitatively and qualitatively the most impor- 
tant division is the first, which contains in twenty-three fragments 
about one hundred and thirty responsa. Only a few of them have 
the names of the authors attached. I hope, however, that I have 
succeeded in establishing with a high degree of certainty the fol- 
lowing authors: Amram, Ben Baboi (about the year 800, compare 
Appendix II), Hai, Hananiah, Jehudai, Nahshon, Natronai, 
Saadia, Sherira and Zemah. To these are to be added the names 
of R. Shemariah b. Elhanan of Egypt, R. Meshullam b. Kalony- 
mos of Lucca, Italy, and R. Hananel of Kairwan. These three 
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second attempt of this kind, the first having been made about 
760 by the famous Gaon R. Jehudai, the teacher of Ben Baboi’s 
teacher. The differences in religious practice between the Pales- 
tinians and the Babylonians were many. The Geonim and those 
who came under their influence maintained that any deviation 
from the Babylonian Talmud could only be explained on the basis 
of ignorance, chiefly caused by the persecutions which the Byzan- 
tine emperors had brought upon the Jews of the Holy Land. By 
the minute study of these differences, I became convinced, and 
I hope also to convince others, that this was not the fact. The 
real cause for these differences lies herein, that as late as the 
end of the eighth century the Palestinians still adhered to the 
authority of the Talmud of Jerusalem. The deviations of the 
Palestinians from the practice enjoined in the Babylonian Tal- 
mud, far from being a sign of ignorance indicates rather the 
continuity of a learned tradition after the close of Talmud of 
Jerusalem till the middle of the Geonic period. 

The variety of subjects dealt with in the responsa and in the 
other parts of the book is so great that the author thought it 
advisable to give a General Index in which are registered in alpha- 
betical order the Halakic materials, as well as the historical and 
philological, found either in the text of the fragments or in the 
notes and introductions accompanying them. Besides the General 
Index I have added two other Indices. The first, arranged accord- 
ing to the order of the Shulhan Aruk, gives the subjects of the 
responsa, and the second, arranged according to the order of the 
Talmud, enumerates the passages of the Talmud explained in the 
responsa and in the other parts of the book. 

The manuscript of the volume has been with the printer for 
more than three years. It was therefore necessary to give at the 
end a few pages of Additions, in which attention is called to new 
material that came to light during the course of publication; dies 
diem docet. 

Louis GINZBERG 


xiv PREFACE 


mentary to the Talmud, as well as a lengthy fragment of an 
anonymous commentary by a younger African contemporary of 
theirs. The Arabic-Hebrew commentary in fragment XXXVII is 
probably by a pupil of Alfasi, but is nevertheless not without 
interest for the history of the Geonic literature as it contains 
many Geonic explanations to the Talmud, otherwise unknown. 
The French commentator, a remainder of whose works is to be 
found in fragment XXXiv is younger than Rashi, upon whom 
and the Geonim he draws largely. 

The Geonic period was one of great religious and intellectual 
upheaval. Note the rise of many sects, especially that of the 
Karaitic which for a considerable time was a serious menace to 
Talmudic Judaism. The discovery of the Genizah has greatly 
enriched our knowledge of the beginnings and the development 
of this movement. Noteworthy among the new documents bear- 
ing upon the history of Karaism are the fragments from Anan’s 
Sefer Ha-Mizvot, Book of Laws, certain parts of which have been 
published by Harkavy and others by Schechter. Anan’s work is 
the best proof of the fact that the opposition to authority often 
means only desire for change of authority. Hence the chaotic 
state in which the Karaitic Halakah appears in the works of the 
later Karaitic writers, and because of it the problem of the rela- 
tion of the Karaitic Halakah to the Talmudic-Geonic, so impor- 
tant for the history of Karaism, is almost insoluble. I hope that 
the remainders of Halakic writings by early Karaitic authors, 
given in Appendix I, will be welcomed by students of Karaism. 
Especially valuable are fragments LI and LIv, the first belong- 
ing to Alkumsi’s Bible Commentary, the second to a work by a 
contemporary of his, an adherent of the school of Benjamin 
Nahawendi. This anonymous writer is a very bitter and merci- 
less critic of the other factions of the Karaites, and offers an 
example of the spirit with which the Karaites fought one another. 

The second Appendix (pp. 504-573) contains a lengthy discus- 
sion of the remainders of the work Pirkoi Ben Baboi, ‘‘Chapters 
of Ben Baboi.”” This author, a Palestinian by birth, and a Baby- 
lonian by education, undertook towards the end of the eighth 
century to make Palestinian Jewry accept the authority of the 
Babylonian Talmud and of the Geonic traditions. It was the 
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